SIR-I should like to support the overall thrust of the paper in the December 1996 issue of the Journal,' which is to encourage greater priority being given to research on NHS health care purchasing. However, I should like to rectify the impression given in this paper that the national evaluation of GP total purchasing pilot projects (the latest extension of the fundholding concept) will miss the opportunity to compare GP total purchasing with other approaches to purchasing. The study design includes a variety ofcomparisons depending on the service area in question but includes comparisons between total purchasing projects and populations whose services are purchased by health authorities both with and without the presence of standard fundholding. Since some of the comparison health authorities include locality commissioning schemes within their boundaries, it will be possible, albeit in a limited way, to include these alternative devolved approaches in the reporting of the evaluation.
The 3. Economics is considered a "science" because it has a tradition of systematic enquiry, theoretical conjecture, and refutation. Economics, also has a core of theory. In this respect it is quite unlike epidemiology-which is simply an investigative methodology-and rather more like biology (where the core theory is of natural selection). If we reject the core of economic theory, there is little point in using economic analysis to throw light on our decisions, as it is central to the kind of economic analysis which is used in health economics. Of concern is the fact that West uses the results of economic analysis to dispute the theory. This presumes that he is using another method to assess these results, but he fails to explain what this model is. Would it be equally sensible to suggest that because an epidemiological investigation produced a result which was counter-intuitive or which we did not like we should reject epidemiology?
4. Economics is one of a number of social sciences, it would be absurd to suggest (as West does) that one social science provides a "better" description of human activity than another. Different social sciences describe different aspects of human behaviour, just as pathology and epidemiology describe different aspects of disease. Economics, for example, ignores questions of meaning and for economic theory to be normative rather than simply descriptive, requires a number of explicit value judgements.
5. The theoretical basis of economics is individual choice. By definition, what any individual chooses is rational to them. This is called consumer sovereignty. People prefer things differently at different times. This has always been the case, if only because crops are seasonal, because life is uncertain, and because our wants and desires change with time. The discount rate is simply a means of reflecting time preference. The discount rate may be positive, negative or zero. Robinson Crusoe will have to eat during the winter when he cannot grow food, so his discount rate during the summer when food is abundant may even be negative. In other words, one potato in December when he may be starving, may be worth 10 to him now when he has many. 6. A particular discount rate is not part of any economic "creed", although it is assumed (and corroborated by observation) that time has an influence on our choices. There is no requirement that social conditions should be stable (although stability or its absence affects the discount rate 
